Leukocyte function and chronic bronchitis.
Chronic bronchitis is a condition of mucous hypersecretion. It represents an interface between airway structures, cigarette smoke, and inflammatory cells. Chronic bronchitis is a late complication of smoking, typically occurring after 30 pack years. Stable patients have mucous hypersecretion and little evidence of acute inflammation. In contrast, during acute attacks of bronchitis, an intense accumulation of neutrophils occurs in the airways. Mechanisms of injury to airway structures include chemicals and reactive oxygen species within cigarette smoke, and secreted products of recruited neutrophils. Recent studies demonstrate that secreted products of polymorphonuclear leukocytes (PMNs) can cause secretory cell metaplasia and increase mucous production. Thus, the role of the PMN in chronic mucous hypersecretion appears to be a significant one. Cessation of cigarette smoking remains a most important aspect of caring for patients with chronic mucous hypersecretion.